Are Perceptions of the Cosmos Culturally Conditioned?
A Mesopotamian Perspective

Introduction

This essay explores how Mesopotamian cosmology arise out of culture. It begins by highlighting different versions of cosmology and various definitions of culture. It then takes on a overview of the Mesopotamian cosmos, or to be precise chaosmos, especially their idea of the Netherworld. It takes a diachronic analysis on the cosmologies of Sumerian and Babylonian periods in the context of culture by examining the archaeological and textual evidences. 

Cosmology and Culture

The term cosmology takes many definitions when used in the fields of science, anthropology, theology, classical philosophy and new age religions, and often causes confusions[footnoteRef:1]. Nick Campion offers a working definition of cosmology which contains two primary meanings: a scientific study of the universe through astronomy and physics, a term sometimes used interchangeably with astronomy; and anthropologically, the worldviews or ‘notions about the way the world works’[footnoteRef:2]. He explains that the concept of anthropological cosmologies is based on the notion that ideas about the cosmos are deeply embedded in culture and social structure, and in itself is not to compete with or replace the scientific definition, but rather to offer a parallel approach to the subject. In response to Mircea Eliade’s view on cosmogonies, i.e. a single orderly creation versus a universe spontaneously emerged, Campion correspondingly proposes a cosmology of single truth and a chaosmology of multiple truths[footnoteRef:3]. Other scholars such as Stephen F. Teiser and A. Leo Oppenheim also argue that cosmologies contain both inter- and intra- cultural varieties and cannot be generalised[footnoteRef:4].  [1:  Tore Lomsdalen, ‘Different Approaches to Cosmology in Archaeology and Their Application to Maltese Prehistory’. Culture and Cosmos. Vol. 21 no. 1. 2017. ]  [2:  Nick Campion, The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences. In Trends in Modern Cosmology. (Intech, 2017). ]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, ‘Cosmos and Cosmology’, in Robert Segal and Kocku von Stukrad (eds), Vocabulary for the Study of Religion (Leiden: Brill,2015), pp. 359-64.]  [4:  Stephen F. Teiser, “Religions of China in Practice,” in D.S. Lopez (ed.), Asian Religions in Practice, 88–122, Princeton, 1999.
A.Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait of a Dead Civilisation. Revised edition. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977). P. 172-182.  ] 


A key word in Campion’s definition of cosmology is culture. As Terry Eagleton remarks, culture is a difficult word to define[footnoteRef:5]. However, in one version of culture he summarises, culture is considered as a distinctive way of life, a view shared among German Idealists, including Johann Gottfried von Herder who further suggests that the term should be pluralised to consider the individual perspective[footnoteRef:6]. This notion is aligned with Clifford Geertz and Edward T. Hall, both describes culture as behaviours and thought patterns[footnoteRef:7]. It is evident that the concepts of cosmology and culture chosen in this essay contain the element of relativism[footnoteRef:8]. Based on the above concepts, it can be argued that the perceptions of the cosmos is largely dependent on how people think and act. The following sections will examine the archaeological and textual evidences from Mesopotamia to discuss this statement. [5:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture. Oxford: Blackwell; 2000. p. 1. ]  [6:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture. Oxford: Blackwell; 2000. p. 12. 
   Johann Gottfried von Herder, Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind (1784–91, reprinted Chicago, 1968), p. 49.]  [7:  Edward T. Hall, The Silent Language. 1959.
  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (1973). ]  [8:  Relativism, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/relativism/>  [accessed on 22/12/2024] ] 



Mesopotamia and Mesopotamian Cosmos

The word Mesopotamia refers to a historical region situated between the two rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrate, in the land of modern day Iraq, Syria, parts of Turkey and Iran during the 4th to 1st millennium BC[footnoteRef:9]. This vast region as a melting pot fostered diverse populations that shared some degree of cultural cohesion with local variants, and can be loosely defined as a civilisation despite its lack of geographical unity[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Daniel T. Potts, The Archaeology of Mesopotamia: Theories and Approaches. Routledge, 1997.]  [10:  Jeremy Black and Anthony Green. Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia: An Illustrated Dictionary. (London: Bristish Museum Press, 1998). P. 9-11. ] 


The Mesopotamian cosmos consists of two halves, the Heaven above and the Earth and the Netherworld below.

, which in one Neo-Assyrian tradition can be further divided into six spheres: the upper heaven for god Anu and 300 Igigi-gods, the middle heaven for Bēl and remaining Igig, the lower jasper sky for celestial bodies, the upper earth for mankind, the middle earth flows a subterranean river Apsu occupied by the creator god Enki (Ea), and the Netherworld with 600 Anunnaki-gods[footnoteRef:11]. The Netherworld is governed by its Queen Ereškigal.  [11:  Erich Ebeling, Keilschrifttexte aus Assur Religiösen Inhalts Zweiter Band. (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung, 1919). KAR 307, 30-38. ] 



Horowitz proposes that the Netherworld was built of the stone corpse of asakku-demon[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Wayne Horowitz, Mesopotamian Cosmic Geography. (Winona Lake, IN.: Eisenbrauns, 1998). p. 349. ] 


There are many names assigned to the Netherworld, of which the most common are kur in Sumerian and ersetu in Akkadian. 

The goddess Ereškigal is the Queen of Netherworld. 


The current evidences suggest…. 

Christian Zgoll suggests that ancient cultures like Mesopotamia did not prioritise the consistency in their myths’ narrative material (Erzählstoff), and therefore proposes a methodology which, instead of reconciling variants of a same myth and creating a single consensus, treats the Erzählstoff as a polymorphous phenomenon[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Christian Zgoll, Myths as Polymorphous and Polystratic Erzählstoffe: A Theoretical and Methodological Foundation. In Mythische Sphärenwechsel: Methodisch Neue Zugänge zu Antiken Mythen in Orient und Okzident. (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2022). P.9-82. (pp.14-31; pp. 68-70). ] 



Land of No Return


Moral Judgement
Divine above All
Several female deities were worshipped throughout Mesopotamian history, two of which most frequently featured in the literary tradition are goddess Inanna (Akkadian Ištar) and her sister Ereškigal who rules the Netherworld.

Women and Cosmos

Although women had always played an important role in the Mesopotamian society, evidence from the 2nd half of the 3rd millennium BC demonstrates that their rights gradually deteriorated through time[footnoteRef:14]. In the early stage of Mesopotamian society women were also at least socially and economically equal to men, held top religious positions (in the case of high priestess Enheduana) or ruled independently from their men (in the case of Queen Baranamtara)[footnoteRef:15]. Court documents by King Urukagina of Lagash indicate that women even practiced polyandry before his time[footnoteRef:16]. However, from 2,350 BC the situation was completely reversed: not only women were only allowed to take one husband, her husband could divorce her without reason, or have several concubines[footnoteRef:17].  [14:  Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sumerian Woman. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q7pROU9ajcs> (audio lecture, 1975) [accessed on 15/12/2024]. ]  [15:  Amanda H. Podany: Weavers, Scribes, and Kings: A New History of the Ancient Near East. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022). P. 92-103, 155-163. ]  [16:  William W. Hallo and K. Lawson Younger Jr. The Context of Scripture. 3 vol. (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2003). P. 408. ]  [17:  Falkenstein, A. Die neusumerischen Gerichtsurkunden: Einleitung und systematische Darstellung, 3 Volumes. (Munich: Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1956). ] 


This trend of marginalising women is reflected in the Mesopotamian belief system. Ereškigal’s sovereignty as the sole ruler over the Netherworld was established as early as 3rd millennium BC[footnoteRef:18]. In the Sumerian myth Gilgameš, Enkidu and the Netherworld, the Netherworld was given to Ereškigal as a dowry-gift[footnoteRef:19]. There are several male deities associated to Ereškigal and speculated to be her husband. One of them is Gugalana, whose death is mentioned at the beginning of the Sumerian poem Inanna’s Descent/angalta[footnoteRef:20]. It is clear from angalta that the role of Gugalana was merely as Ereškigal’s consort. In the later Akkadian compositions, however, the rulership of the Netherworld became a shared one. Ereškigal took a new husband, Nergal, originally a heaven god whose marriage to Ereškigal is depicted in Akkadian myth Nergal and Ereškigal[footnoteRef:21]. Manfred Hutton argues that the purpose of Nergal and Ereškigal myth was to create a legitimacy for Nergal as a valid deity[footnoteRef:22]. T. Frymer-Kensky sees it as a direct evidence of marginalising goddesses[footnoteRef:23].  [18:  D. Katz, The Image of the Netherworld in Sumerian Sources (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 2003), 418-419. ]  [19:  T. Jacobsen, “The Descent of Enki,” in The Tablet and the Scroll: Near Eastern Studies in Honor of William W. Hallo, ed. M. E. Cohen, D. C. Snell, and D. B. Weisberg (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 1993), 120–3, esp. 120. ]  [20:  S. N. Kramer, ‘Inanna’s Descent to the Nether World, The Sumerian Version of ‘Ištar’s Descent’.’ Revue d’Assyriologie et d’archéologie Orientale 34, no. 3 (1937): 93–134.
]  [21:  A. K. Grayson, Nergal and Ereshkigal. In The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures. Edited by James B. Pritchard. (Princeton University Press, 2011). P.83-91.  ]  [22:  Manfred Hutter, Altorientalische Vorstellungen von der Underwelt: Literar- und religionsgeschichtlische Überlegungen zu ‘Nergal und Ereškigal‘. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1985). p.56, 73. ]  [23:  T. Frymer-Kensky, In the Wake of the Goddesses: Women, Culture and the Biblical Transformation of Pagan Myth (New York: Free Press, 1992). P. 46.] 


Although in angalta Inanna’s entry to the Netherworld is punished for death by the Annunaki, which indicates her power is no greater than them, in the later Akkadian version kurnugi, she is described to have the power to let the Netherworld quake. 

The ritual corpus Divine Love Lyrics from 1st millennium BC portrays a love triangle between Ištar of Babylon, Marduk and his wife Zarpanitu[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  Love Lyrics, Oracc: The Open Richly Annotated Cuneiform Corpus: <http://oracc.ub.uni-muenchen.de/lovelyrics/>  [accessed on 28/12/2024]] 


In later Babylonian creation epic Enūma Eliš:
‘Great as a woman’s strength may be, it is no match for a man’s.[footnoteRef:25]’ [25:  Adrian C. Heinrich and Sophus Helle, Enuma Elish Transcription and Translation. In Enuma Elish: The Babylonian Epic of Creation. P. 25-96. ] 



Samuel Noah Kramer concludes that the deteriorating of women’s right and victimisation of female deities was due to sex discrimination at elite level, especially among theologians[footnoteRef:26]. W.G. Lambert argues that economy and change in religious practice, i.e. a tendency of synchronising female deities, may play a bigger role in the phenomenon[footnoteRef:27].  [26:  Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sumerian Woman. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q7pROU9ajcs> (audio lecture, 1975) [accessed on 15/12/2024]. ]  [27:  W.G. Lambert, Ancient Mesopotamian Religion and Mythology: Selected Essays. Edited by A. R. George and T. M. Oshima. Orientalische Religionen in der Antike 15. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016). P. 49-55.] 

However, it is possibly that the tendency of synchronisation is an epiphenomenon of sex discrimination, in order to establish a male-centred monotheistic worldview. This will be discussed in details in the next chapter. 


Your God, Mine God

A.Deimel estimates 3,300 names of deities in Pantheon. 

Jean Bottéro 
Johannes Haubold and 

In the Epic Enlil and Ninlil/iri nanam, Enlil and Ninlil created fertility and water gods to the Netherworld[footnoteRef:28].  [28:  Annette Zgoll, ‘Enlil und Ninlil. Vom Schrecken des Kanalbaus durch Stadt und Unterwelt‘. In Vácin, L. (ed.), U4 dU11-ga-ni sá mu-ni-ib-du11. Ancient Near Eastern Studies in Memory of Blahoslav Hruška. 2011. p. 287-299. ] 

In Enūma Eliš Marduk created the world and assigned 600 Anunnaki to the realm of the Netherworld[footnoteRef:29]. [29:  Adrian C. Heinrich and Sophus Helle, Enuma Elish Transcription and Translation. In Enuma Elish: The Babylonian Epic of Creation. P. 25-96.] 
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It should be noticed that although cosmology arises from culture, it does not necessarily exclude its truth. The existence of absolute Truth and its importance for the human conditions are subjects for debate.  


1

